First Tele-Town Hall Meeting

Residents of the Sixth Congressional District

6:00 P.M. CST, Baton Rouge
Participants
· Congressman Bill Cassidy, U.S. Representative

· LTC Mark Jernigan, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, New Orleans Office

· Hon. William Clifford Smith, Member, Mississippi River Commission

BC: 

Welcome to my tele-town hall about flooding issues.

Constituents can call my district offices not only about flooding issues but any issue of concern, whether it is a policy issue in Washington or a personal difficulty with a federal agency.  My Baton Rouge office is open every weekday from 9:00 A.M. to 5:00 P.M. and my Livingston office is open on Mondays from 9:00 A.M. to 3:00 P.M. and Thursdays from 9:00 A.M. to 5:00 P.M.

I have invited experts from the Army Corps of Engineers and the Mississippi River Commission to participate on the call.  Lieutenant Colonel Mark Jernigan is the Deputy District Commander for the New Orleans Corps of Engineers office and will provide an overview of everything that has occurred so far.

MJ:

Safety is our number one priority.  The Corps is working with levee authorities and districts, and also state agencies in our flood response.  For the Bonnet Carre Spillway, north of New Orleans, we will work at maximum capacity.  For the Morganza Spillway, we opened two bays yesterday and two today in order to slowly open that structure.  According to our gauges, we haven’t seen impacts on water in the Butte La Rose structure, but we anticipate that in the next 24 hours.  We are continuing to watch the levees as water continues to rise, and we are working with local authorities to get through this situation.

BC:

When will high water make it to Butte La Rose?

MJ:

Initial projections saw it at Morganza coming to Butte La Rose where I-10 goes east to west in the first 24 hours.  The water is taking a little longer than modeled, probably due to development and trees slowing it down, causing friction.  We do anticipate the start of rising water in the next 24 hours and it will build up.  There is already water in the Atchafalaya Basin.  The impact from water from Morganza will be felt in the next 24 hours.  

Without the operation of the Morganza spillway, the water would be rising.  The crest will be sometime next weekend.  We are looking at Morganza operating with a 2 foot rate of rise.  With this rise, we are looking at a 4-5 foot rise next week in Morgan City.  It will be a very gradual rise, and people won’t notice it except that the rate of rise will be a little faster.

BC:

Let’s take our first caller.  Edison, from Baton Rouge.

Edison:

I live two miles east of the I-10-I-12 split – what are my chances of getting flood water?

BC:

Do you live in Sherwood Forest?

Edison:

Yes

MJ:

There is no risk whatsoever.  There were concerns in the past about the Amite and the Comite flooding, but they have a different watershed.  Those waters will not rise unless there is a lot of rain.  There is no expected impact.

BC:

Our second caller is Wilfred from Port Allen.

Wilfred:
Why haven’t the floodgates been fully opened in Morganza even though the Corps works in that area?  Why aren’t the bays tested to open and close, and why didn’t we let water in earlier before it gets so high?  The Corps knows what the rise will be, they can open the floodgates, and we wouldn’t have so much pressure on the Baton Rouge levee and not as much on the spillway.  You could do this and water would gradually go down through there.  They should be open in order to bypass Baton Rouge.  After all, no one told people to live in low-lying areas.  We should not have to suffer from them building in low areas.  Taxpayers should not have to pay for all this.  The bays should be open ahead of time, and water should drain and go out.
MJ:

We do test the gates at Morganza.  We test them in the spring before the water rises to make sure they can work.  The reason the Corps operates in this fashion is because the Mississippi River is a system, and we make all the calls on when we operate the Bonnet Carre and Morganza structures based on triggers in the water control manual.  We operate it so they don’t exceed design capacity for flow past Baton Rouge.  If it looks like we have to, that’s when we operate the Morganza Floodway.

Wilfred:

If you know the rise is going to be high before it comes down here, why aren’t the gates opened with one bay or two bays, and let the water go gradually through the spillway.  It was designed for taxpayers this way.  The pressure should not be building up.

MJ:
The system is designed to operate with water heights once we trigger the Morganza opening.

BC:
Thank you for calling in Wilfred.  I want to welcome people to the town hall again.  We’re here with Lieutenant Colonel Jernigan from the Corps, and I also want to invite Clifford Smith to speak.  He lives in the Lafourche-Terrebonne area and is a member of the Mississippi River Commission.  He has a unique perspective on how the opening Morganza impacts people differently depending on where they live.  He can speak on the water going down that spillway.

CS:
This is a total system.  The system starts in Peoria, Illinois and goes to the Gulf of Mexico.  There are floodways in Missouri, Mississippi and three major ones in Louisiana: the Morganza, the Bonnet Carre and west Atchafalaya.  One of the major triggers is water coming out of the Ohio River.  It furnishes about 60% of the flow into the lower Mississippi River.  It is regulated with levees and dams in the Ohio, Tennessee and Columbia Rivers, which allows us to stow water and not cause influx in the lower Mississippi River.  There has been 1,000% more rainfall in the last 60 days in the Ohio basin and the upper-lower Mississippi basin, which has caused a surge to come down.  The floodway was opened in Missouri for the first time since 1938.  Some of the river is bleeding and cresting of.  That water gets back into the river and comes down the Mississippi.  There was flooding in that area amounting to 150,000 acres of farmland.  The next major event was in the Yazoo basin near Vicksburg.  It is designed to flood in 200,000 acres.  This is all in the design and plan, which has been going since 1938.  The manual is developed for how these structures function.  When the elevation is big enough, water bleeds into the Bonnet Carre floodway, and likewise with the Morganza when you have great amounts of water.

We try to regulate the basins as much as possible.  You should know this if you have properties in the basin and should order your life accordingly.  The whole system is designed to protect the industrial complex between Baton Rouge and New Orleans.  It is programmed so that New Orleans will have a flood stage of 17 feet.  This will not happen until next weekend.  This is a design flood, and all systems will be tested.  The floodgates are tested periodically, though all the structures are 40 to 50 years old.  We will have to hope there are no disasters.  The navigation on the Mississippi River is important.  Yesterday, there were barges that came loose in Baton Rouge, but none hit any levees or structures, and thus no crisis.  There could have been an accident or failure in the system that could have caused problems.

BC:
I want to point out that the 1,000% increase in rainfall is accurate.  Lieutenant Colonel Jernigan will provide us slides that show the amount of rainfall in the Ohio River Basin, how it contributes to flooding and the amount of water in the Gulf that will go through the various structures.  This will be posted on my website at http://cassidy.house.gov.

CS:
I want to point out that this is a designed system, it has taken 75 years to design and build, and it cost $12 billion dollars.  There has been unusual rainfall in the Ohio and upper-lower Mississippi valleys.  Yesterday in Baton Rouge, the wind was blowing north.  That is a blessing.  If the Gulf of Mexico is high, it is difficult for it to drain out.  If you have a north wind, it blows more water out.  In the spillway, we have had a drought.  There has been no rain in Terrebonne Parish for two weeks, which is unusual for May.  The water coming through the spillway is being absorbed into the ground.  All the models and designs are effective, but we are ultimately dependant on the Lord.

BC:
Let’s take another caller.  Sean, go ahead.

Sean:
I want to follow up on the remarks from the gentleman from Port Allen.  It doesn’t seem like local people are trusting of the levees.  Congressman Cassidy, I want you to look into the triggers.  If we know it’s coming down, if it’s imminent, it seems to place people on edge while waiting for the spillway to open.  We are building additional levees on top of levees.  I think this is a waste of resources.  We should look into the triggers and see due to heavy rainfall, if the structures could be opened sooner, thus preparing the basin and relieving people’s anxiety.

MJ:
We should be careful about this.  Anytime you mess with Mother Nature, and go outside the parameters that are designed within the system, there will be impacts.  If you operate the floodway or the Bonnet Carre spillway too soon, you’ll increase impacts.  I look at this as an engineer, and this is a system that was designed to protect from flooding.  We’re at the upper limit of the design capacity.  The system as performing as designed.  I hope to never see anything like this but we’re seeing it right now, and so we take the operation of our structures very seriously.  The whole system is designed based on the best science and engineering.

BC:
We’re clearly living through history with this flooding.  Again, we have experts on the phone and will have extensive materials on our website.  We’ll also have a transcript of this town hall there.  Let’s take our fourth caller, Dennis from Pointe Coupee.

Dennis:
My family has property in the Morganza spillway.  Why don’t you open it up gradually so that the water will gradually rise, letting the water flow through.  I also believe that it will take bayous that are filled up and help clean them out.  You’ll have a gradual flow which won’t be that high, and you won’t have property and animal damage.  Secondly, I lived through the flood in 1973 when the spillway was open.  I don’t remember people south of Krotz Springs and people between Krotz Springs and Melville being badly affected.  Is it so bad now that people there have to evacuate?

MJ:
We are doing a very gradual opening of the Morganza.

Dennis:
Why not open three or four bays as the water gradually gets there?

MJ:
We opened two bays yesterday and two today for a total of 4.  We are looking at 39,000 cubic feet per second going through the structure.  The total capacity is 600,000 feet per second.  We’re using less than 10% of capacity.  This is a very gradual rise and we are monitoring the rise of water going through.  Regarding your second question, I will defer to Clifford Smith on this, but based on forecasted flows, we’re expecting to see more water than in 1973.

CS:
This is correct.  The gauges upriver are exceeding the 1973 flood and even the 1928 flood.  As Lieutenant Colonel Jernigan mentioned, the floodgates are being opened at certain key places.  In the Morganza area, if we had to open the system to 50% capacity, there is a possibility that you’d have damage.  We are trying to make sure that people are prepared as quickly as possible.  Various areas are trying to protect themselves.  The area between Baton Rouge and New Orleans is an industrial, economic area.  We have to make sure that we protect this area as much as possible, so we’ll divert as much water as we think is reasonable into the Morganza and Atchafalaya systems.

BC:
I want to welcome everyone again to my town hall on the flooding.  We have with us Lieutenant Colonel Mark Jernigan from the Corps of Engineers and Clifford Smith from the Mississippi River Commission.

I want to highlight Joe Macaluso’s column today in the Advocate.  I think it’s great.  In 1973, they opened up the floodgates and bays but at a much faster rate.  As a result, you had situations like a deer swimming alongside a boat which people were trying to rescue.  It speaks of lessons being learned to let wild animals get out beyond just high ground.

Again, please visit my website, where we will have informative slides posted.  I also invite people to call into this town hall.

Joey from Gonzales, you’re next.

Joey:

Thank you Congressman Cassidy for hosting this call and assembling these experts.  I have a question for Lieutenant Colonel Jernigan.  Looking at the Corps and National Weather Service websites, the crest forecast for the Baton Rouge area and Lower Mississippi River have been revised for 45 feet today or tomorrow.

MJ:
This is correct, due to the operation of the Morganza floodway.

Joey:
So everything south of there, the crest forecast has been revised.

MJ:
It’s from a combination of the Morganza and Bonnet Carre spillway.  The gauge readings south of the structure stay constant until water goes below the trigger of the operational structure.
BC:
If you only open four bays tomorrow, are you opening bays to keep the crest at 45 feet?  Is that the trigger for opening more bays?

MJ:

The trigger is for the flow of water not to exceed design capacity.  We manage systems by flow rates.  The effect of how they manage the floodway is that gauge readings in for instance Baton Rouge and New Orleans will stay fairly constant.  The crest of the river isn’t forecasted to be in Louisiana until next weekend.  A lot more water is still to come.  On the Mississippi River you won’t see it, but in the Atchafalaya Basin you will.

BC:
South of the Bonnet Carre, the water will remain the same, and as well with south of the Morganza, it will divert that portion which would otherwise contribute to the rise?
MJ:
We will continue to open bays to manage the flow going past the structure to ensure that it doesn’t exceed maximum design capability.

BC:
I want to welcome people again to my town hall on flooding issues.  Again, Lieutenant Colonel Jernigan from the Corps and Clifford Smith from the Mississippi River Commission are with us.  

Please visit our website for the latest news on the flooding.  The transcript of this town hall will be posted.  You can also ask questions online, and we will get back to you.  Important links will be posted, and you can also communicate with me through my Twitter handle.

Our sixth caller is Lois from Baton Rouge.

Lois:
I want an update on River Ridge.

CS:
River Ridge is secure – we don’t expect any serious flooding there.

Lois:
Thank you.

CS:
Someone mentioned the 1973 flood and the Macaluso article – when they opened the Morganza in 1973, it was done so as an emergency.  The Old River Control Structure was on the verge of being washed out.  There was a big cry to open the spillway so you could bleed off pressure on the Old River Control Structure.  That’s why it was opened quicker as opposed to the process we’re using now.

BC:
I want to welcome everyone again to my town hall.  Our next caller is Mike from Zachary.

Mike:
There has been an increased amount of dredging on the river in the last 30-40 years.  There are obstructions that build up in the river which seem to decrease flow.  Is that causing some of the flooding?

CS:
The scale in the Mississippi River from Baton Rouge to New Orleans is maintained at a 45 foot depth.  It is used for navigation purposes.  There are very few areas less than that except at Southwest Pass, and annually the Corps maintains that for navigation purposes.  If you have a north wind blowing, it lets a lot more surge out into the Gulf.

Mike:
I know it’s a navigation issue.  The river is supposed to take flood waters.  If they’re not kept flowing freely and the river becomes obstructed, you will have flooding in places like Vicksburg.

CS:
The system is opened primarily for navigation, which allows flood waters to be flushed out.

BC:
I want to welcome everyone again to my town hall on flooding.  The next caller is Mr. Ray from Plaquemine.

Ms. Ray:
I live in the Bayou Sorrel area in Iberville Parish.  I’m hearing a lot about Morgan City and the surrounding area.  What can we expect in Bayou Sorrell and when?

MJ:
The Corps maintains a lock at Bayou Sorrel.  We are in the process of reinforcing that structure to make sure it’s not overtopped.  The best frames of reference are the inundation maps that went out and were released.  It gives you a very general idea, though a lot depends on whether you’re in our out of the basin as to whether you’ll experience flooding as a result of water moving through the Atchafalaya basin or via backwater.

It depends on where you’re at based on the modeling, as there is a lot of water in the system.  We will likely see additional water, probably within the next day or so.

BC:
Will there be backwater flooding as far north as Iberville?

MJ:
It depends on where you live.

Ms. Ray:

I live on the inside of Bayou Sorrel.

CS:
It has been projected that the worst-case scenario is six feet of water in a nearby area.  That would be 4 to 5 days from now.  In her area, it could be 1-2 feet.  As long as the Bayou Sorrel lock system works and levees are not breached at the Atchafalaya, I anticipate that everything will be fine for you.

Ms. Ray:
I think the Corps is doing a great job.

BC:
Clifford, you said that maps show that backwater flooding could go into the Intercoastal Canal.  It didn’t seem that it would be a big problem north of Assumption Parish.

CS:
It will take four days for water to get from Morganza to Morgan City.  We’re talking about two to three days to get around Morgan City, with a backwater area in Bayous Chene, Black and Boeuf into Lake Palourde.  If the water continues to rise, it will back up to Lake Verret and even north to Iberville.  This is an unlikely scenario, but if it does happen, it will be at least 10 to 12 days from now.  I’m telling people even in Terrebonne that depending on where they live, they should have no problems.
BC:
The north wind is clearly a good thing to get water blowing out.  Do we know how long it will last?

CS:
We don’t know how long it will last.  It hasn’t rained in two to three weeks, so it will take less because some of the water’s going into the ground.

BC:
I want to welcome everyone again to my town hall on the flooding issues.  Our next caller is George from Baton Rouge.

George:
I’m looking at the tiger dams atop the levees here.  How exactly does water hold back water?

MJ:
It is an engineering marvel.  The tiger dam really acts as kind of an orange traffic barrier that you fill with water for roads.  You fill one up and place it there, the water presses against it and thus it helps hold up water.  You increase the distance between the water against the levee and the top of the levee.  You want to ensure that there’s three feet from the water to the top of the levee.

BC:
Will navigation shut down on the river?

MJ:
We are working with the Coast Guard on this.  We are concerned that the weight of the ships will come against the levee and cause erosion.  We are working closely to restrict the speed of vessels for navigation.  We are also concerned that they stay away from the levees, as no one wants to see a barge or a big ship go against the side of the levee.  We are making sure that traffic is maintained very safely.

BC:
Another concern is that the levees will become saturated.  How much should we become concerned that the levees will be saturated and give way?

MJ:
The levees are designed with this in mind.  We use clay, and they are engineered to withstand pressure against them with a safety standard above the required level of safety.

BC:
Again, I appreciate everyone being on this town hall regarding the flooding.  Rick from Denham Springs is our next caller.

Rick:
The Corps is doing an excellent job when you see what’s happened in areas like Vicksburg.  Now that we have opened the Morganza, what is the time period necessary before we can start closing it again?  What do we have in place for people that will go through this?

MJ:
The Corps is part of a larger team in this fight.  We are working very closely with levee authorities, levee districts, state agencies, the Coast Guard, the Governor’s Office of Homeland Security and Emergency Preparedness – we are all working together.  In terms of how long the Morganza will be open, the National Weather Service has the river cresting one week from now.  A very slow rise and a very slow fall are anticipated.  It will be at least two to three weeks before they consider backing off and start to close the Morganza floodway.

BC:
Is more rain in the Ohio Valley enough to make it worse?

MJ:
According to the National Weather Service yesterday, the next rain system that can be a contributing factor is a week away.  How much water is in the system is really a function of how much rain we get.  We are very fortunate not to have much rain in the last two weeks, especially locally.

BC:
I want to welcome everyone again to this town hall on flooding.  We have had several calls from Baton Rouge and Livingston Parish.  I want to assure residents there that there is no risk of flooding for you.  The flooding is restricted to communities in the Atchafalaya basin and along the Morganza spillway.  I invite people to log onto my website for more information, and also communicate with me via my Twitter feed.

Our next caller is Ms. Palfey from Baton Rouge.

Ms. Palfey:

I appreciate this call.  I have two quick questions.  I am south of Baton Rouge, and there is a lot of exposed pressure due to curves south of LSU.  I also know that there is a string of big plants in St. Gabriel and south of there.  First, what is the level of concern that levees in that area will breech, especially around the Riverbend area?  Second, what are the contingency plans for levee breeches at Riverbend and what are the evacuation routes, as a lot of folks are restricted to the amount of roadway you can take… there are not a lot of escape routes.  With the structure of levees and the big curve south of LSU, how confident are you that the levees will hold?
MJ:
With this amount of water in the system, it is under a lot of stress.  We are monitoring the condition of the levees 24 hours a day, seven days a week.  We know from past experience that there are spots in the system, including in that area, where seepage occurs in levees when there is high water.  We recognized that there would be high water again, and so we did proactive work with the Pontchartrain Levee District in the Duncan’s Point area.  That historically is a seepage area, and we addressed it beforehand.  We’re doing work on Manchac Bend and other historical areas of seepage.  We are taking a proactive approach as inspections are done with local levee districts.  If there are locations where something is happening, we do an immediate geotechnical assessment.  We make a determination, and if action is warranted, it is taken immediately.

BC:
Are you confident that the system is working and the situation will not worsen?

MJ:
We are confident in the system, we are not seeing anything unexpected or anything that would cause great concern.  We will continue to monitor the situation.

BC:
This is the end of the call.  I want to invite those who had questions but didn’t have them answered to communicate with me via my website, Facebook account or Twitter feed.  We will make sure you get answers to your questions.  The Corps of Engineers will provide informative slides on the flooding situation, which will be posted on my website, along with helpful links and a transcript of this town hall.  This will all be posted by tomorrow.  

Again, also feel free to call my Baton Rouge or Livingston offices if you have concerns about this or any other issue.  The numbers are (225) 929-7711 and (225) 686-4413 respectively.  The Baton Rouge office is open weekdays from 9:00 A.M. to 5:00 P.M., and the Livingston office is open on Mondays from 9:00 A.M. to 3:00 P.M. and Thursdays from 9:00 A.M. to 5:00 P.M.

I want to thank Lieutenant Colonel Jernigan and Commissioner Smith for their time.  This concludes the call.
